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General elections are scheduled for November 12, but the campaign for the presidency has barely
begun. At least a dozen candidates have announced their intention to run for the presidency,
although a record number of 15 to 18 is expected to enter the race before the Sept. 12 deadline for
registering with the electoral tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE). Voters will choose the
president and vice president, all 80 members of the legislature, all 330 municipal mayors, and 20
members of the Central American Parliament. The two questions dominating this pre-campaign
period are whether retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt will be a candidate, and what role the left will
play in the election.

Rios Montt's bid
Though polls consistently show Rios Montt with high overall approval ratings, he cannot legally
run for the presidency. Article 186 of the Constitution prohibits anyone who came to power through
a coup from registering as a presidential candidate. Rios Montt served as de facto head of state
(1982-1983) after a coup that prevented president-elect Angel Anibal Guevara from taking office
(see NotiSur, 05/19/95). In 1990, both the Supreme Court and the Court of Constitutionality invoked
Article 186 to block Rios Montt from running in elections that year. In January of this year he
used his position as president of the Congress and head of the majority party Frente Republicano
Guatemalteco (FRG) to try to get around the Article 186 prohibition.
A FRG-sponsored bill to prevent the TSE from disqualifying any candidate on constitutional
grounds was thrown out by the Court of Constitutionality earlier this year. Still, Rios Montt claims
that Article 186 does not pertain to his case because it would be applied retroactively. The present
Magna Carta was written by a constituent assembly in 1984 and 1985, and took effect in January 1986
with the return to civilian rule that year, meaning that Rios Montt had already been out of office
nearly three years when Article 186 became law. "I have no constitutional impediment," said Rios
Montt, who has promised to continue his battle with the TSE to be registered as a candidate.
The TSE was set up in 1984 with independent authority to decide the legal qualifications of
candidates and to ensure the correctness of all electoral procedures. So, it has become the focus of a
legislative and judicial struggle, not only between the FRG and the electoral tribunal, but between
the FRG and rival parties who wish to sink Rios Montt and clear the field for their own presidential
candidates. In a purely legal sense, Rios Montt seems to have no chance to run. Nevertheless,
he and other FRG leaders are trying legal maneuvers to avoid a direct high-court ruling on his
eligibility, using a frontal assault on the magistrates of the Tribunal. The FRG has attempted to push
the election of new TSE magistrates ahead of schedule. The terms of the present TSE members,
who adamantly oppose Rios Montt's candidacy on constitutional grounds, expire in 1996. Thus,
the FRG wants to elect a new slate of magistrates that might be more flexible in applying Article
186. The FRG, with 41 legislative seats, has a simple majority in Congress, but the election of new
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TSE members requires a two-thirds vote. As a result, the other major party Partido de Avanazado
Nacional (PAN), which has 25 congressional seats- -has successfully stalled a vote on the FRG
proposal to elect new TSE members. The PAN insists that the incumbents be reelected because
"they have shown honesty in the management of all elections that they have supervised since 1985."
PAN leaders assume the present membership of the Tribunal is the best guarantee that Rios
Montt will be prevented from running, which would mean that PAN's candidate former mayor
of the capital Alvaro Arzu will have a better chance at the polls. PAN's position received support
from Attorney General Acisclo Valladares. "The incumbents should serve until after the elections
in November," he said. Valladares, however, is also a potential presidential candidate. Lacking
the necessary support to elect new TSE members, the executive committee of the Congress
dominated by the FRG- -turned to the courts. Two obscure plaintiffs brought charges in the Court of
Constitutionality against the TSE. They alleged that the magistrates mishandled previous elections
and have improperly convoked the November election, using old census data as the basis for the
voter-registration list.
The executive committee of Congress then signed an order suspending the TSE magistrates on June
27, using a legal procedure called an "antejuicio" (pre-trial action). Congress may use the antejuicio
to suspend congressional deputies or magistrates from their duties while charges are pending
against them. The tactic backfired when, on June 28, the Court of Constitutionality ruled that the
executive committee could not by itself suspend magistrates. It said that the executive committee
had violated the law by not sending the order of suspension first to the floor of Congress for a vote.
The court then issued a protective order (amparo) barring any further action to suspend the TSE
magistrates.
The magistrates retaliated against Rios Montt and the other FRG deputies who improperly signed
the suspension order, charging them with "abuse of authority." The Supreme Court has appointed a
judge to determine if there are grounds to proceed against Rios Montt and the other FRG deputies.
The suspension orders, for the time being, could disqualify Rios Montt and the other deputies from
acting in their congressional capacity, and could eventually result in their suspension from the
Congress. Attorney General and presidential hopeful Valladares warned that the three could be
tried for abuse of authority and violation of the Constitution. "They [the FRG] want to disqualify us,"
said Mario Guerra, president of the TSE. "But they are the ones who are violating the Constitution.
We won't give in to a political party."
Compounding Rios Montt's troubles, FRG leader Harris Whitbeck offered to support the PAN's
proposal to re-elect the current TSE magistrates provided the magistrates agree to register Rios
Montt as a presidential candidate. FRG opponents quickly accused Whitbeck and the party of
"blackmail." Most opinion polls still favor Rios Montt Despite having come to power as the result of
a coup, and despite his scorched-earth tactics against rebel forces during the civil war, Rios Montt
has generally been regarded as a popular candidate. Political analysts say that his personal honesty
and get-tough policy on crime account for much of his popularity. An opinion poll in April gave Rios
Montt a 48% rating, far ahead of any other possible presidential candidates. In a June 2 poll, he still
registered 37%, nine points ahead of PAN candidate Alvaro Arzu, the runner up in the poll.
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By contrast, a candidate preference poll conducted on June 27 by the German organization
Friedreich Ebert showed that Arzu was ahead with 49%, and Rios Montt trailing behind at 17%.
Nevertheless, political analysts question the credibility of the latest poll, for two reasons in
particular. First, it was conducted only in Guatemala City, not in the rural areas where Rios Montt
has more support. Second, only 2% of the sample group identified themselves with any of the
country's 27 political parties a percentage that could mean a general indifference to presidential
candidates and a high rate of abstention in November.

The role of the left
Meanwhile, the role the left will take in the election remains unclear. One possibility is that the
newly-formed Frente Democratico Nueva Guatemala (FDNG), a radical-left grouping supported
by unions and grassroots groups, may form an alliance with the guerrilla umbrella group Unidad
Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG). Presumably such an alliance would make use of
the URNG's new political manifesto, issued in May, which stressed the need for broad political
participation and sound fiscal and economic policies. However, because of the slow pace of the
peace talks between the URNG and the government, most observers do not expect a cease-fire,
much less a final peace settlement, to come in time for any URNG candidate to register with the TSE
before the Sept. 12 deadline.
As yet, the URNG has not thrown its support to any existing party nor formed a new one
to represent the revolutionary left in the coming election. It has instead limited its electoral
participation to public calls for citizens to vote and for the government to sponsor clean elections. In
early June a number of grassroots groups also formed new civic-political committees, although little
is known about them as yet. Among the new groups are the Citizens for Democracy (Ciudadanos
por la Democracia), the Popular Action Group (Grupo de Accion Popular, GAP), and the Civic
Democratic Movement (Movimiento Civico Democratico, MCD). Given the lack of a clear left
alternative in the elections, other centrist politicians are trying to take advantage of the political
void on the left. The well-known journalist Oscar Marroquin, for example, has tried to win votes
on the left by presenting his candidacy on the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) ticket as a centerleft alternative. Marroquin does have some support among labor, business, Roman Catholic, and
evangelical groups.
On July 12, President de Leon Carpio asked the political parties to enter a "governability pact" that
would insure clean elections. But Gaspar Llom, a member of the URNG high command, replied
from Mexico City, where the peace talks are in progress, that instead of an accord among parties,
it would be better to sign a national accord in which the government pledges to ensure voters free
and safe access to the polls, and the candidates pledge that whoever becomes the next president will
respect the peace agreements reached with the URNG. Llom also called for UN election observers,
charging that there were already irregularities in the voter lists in several municipalities. [Sources:
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 06/01/95, 06/08/95; Central America Report (Guatemala),
07/07/95; Agence France-Presse, 06/27/95, 06/28/95, 07/04/95, 07/06/95, 07/07/95, 07/08/95, 07/09/95,
07/10/95, 07/13/95; Notimex, 07/17/95]
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